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 Alfalfa can be harvested for hay, baleage, silage, greenchop or grazing.  Our 
goal is to produce, harvest and market high yielding-high quality forage.  Profitable 
alfalfa programs consist of four basic phases and each phase have a specific goal 
(Table 1). 
 
 
Table 1.  Four phases of alfalfa production 
and overall goals for each phase. 
 Phase  Goal 
1. Establish for Stand 
2. Produce for Yield 
3. Harvest for Quality 
4. Market for Profit 
Source:  Lacefield, G.D.  University of Kentucky 
 
 
 Each phase is critical.  If we establish a good dense weed-free stand then we 
have the potential for producing high yields.  If we have a high yielding stand at the time 
of harvest we have the potential to harvest high quality.  When good stands managed to 
produce high yields are harvested in a high quality stage then, and only then, do we 
have the potential to market (directly or indirectly) for profit. 
 
 Harvest for Quality:  There are many factors involved in harvesting for quality 
as hay, baleage, silage, greenchop and grazing.  Of all the factors “stage of maturity” 
when harvested is usually the most important.  Alfalfa plants decline in quality as they 
age.  The highest quality is always observed when plants are young and vegetative 
(leafy).  As plants mature quality declines and yield increases (Figure 1). 
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                 Figure 1.  Effect of plant maturity on forage intake and digestibility.  
SOURCE:  Adapted from Blaser, R., R.C. Hammes, Jr., J.P. Fontenot, H.T. Bryant, C.E. Polan, D.D. 
Wolf, F.S. McClaugherty, R.G. Klein, and J.S. Moore.  1986.  Forage-animal management systems.  
Virginia Polytechnic Institute, Bulletin 86-7. 
 
 
 
 Research and farmer experiences have shown a good comprehensive for 
harvesting adequate yield and quality occurs when plants are changing from a 
vegetative (leafy) to reproductive (bud, flower, seed) stage (Figure 2).  For alfalfa this 
occurs from the bud to early flower stage.  As an example of the impact of delaying 
harvest Wisconsin researchers found that relative feed value (RFV) of alfalfa dropped 
“5” points per day beyond the bud stage.  In hay auctions over the past twenty years in 
Wisconsin and Minnesota, each RFV point has been worth an average of eighty-five 
cents.  Using these values each day delay in harvest beyond the bud stage resulted in a 
loss of $4.25 per ton/per day. 
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 Save the Leaves:  Since leaves contain the highest concentration of desirable 
nutrients related to high quality, our challenge is to save as many leaves as possible.  
Leaves are higher in protein and digestibility and lower in fiber and lignin than stems.  In 
addition, the proportion of the leaves to total forage yield declines as plants mature 
(Figure 2). Saving the higher quality leaves is important from pre-harvest through 
cutting, curing, storing and feeding.   
 
 
 Reduce losses:  Fast drying is critical since alfalfa contains approximately 85% 
moisture at time of cutting and must be dried to 18-20% (lower for big square bales) for 
safe storage as hay.  As an example, alfalfa plants cut at 80% moisture must loose 
approximately 6,000 pounds of water per ton to reach 20% moisture.  Cutting early, 
wide windrows, tedding, and raking at the proper moisture and speed can reduce leaf 
loss (Table 3).  Baling at the proper moisture per package size and shape, adequate 
storage along with consecutive feeding techniques can lead to feeding (selling) more of 
what we produce with less waste. 
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Table 3.  The Effect of Handling Conditions on Alfalfa Hay Losses 
  ---------------------- Losses ------------------------ 
 Raked and 
Baled 
Correctly 
 
Raked 
Too Dry 
 
Baled 
Too Dry 
Raked and 
Baled Too 
Dry 
 
 
Total 
 lb/A lb/A lb/A lb/A Percent 
Dry Hay 2900 700 100 1000 34 
Crude Protein 660 210 60 290 44 
T.D.N. 1710 480 90 690 40 
SOURCE:  Alfalfa Hay Quality.  D. Ball, T. Johnson, G. Lacefield, and H. White.  Special 
Publication.  Certified Alfalfa Seed Council.  Davis, CA. 
 
 
 
 Summary:  Harvesting alfalfa for quality hay, baleage, silage, greenchop or 
grazing requires attention to details from pre-establishment through marketing.  
Timeliness of each harvesting operation to save leaves and reduce leaf loss are critical 
to efficiency and profit. 
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